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The Washington-based private human rights organization, Americas Watch, issued a report Feb.
9 citing systematic killings by the contras and human rights abuses by the Sandinista government.
The 170-page report covered February-December 1986. In its 10th report on Nicaragua since 1982,
Americas Watch called for an end to US aid of the contras and accused the Reagan administration
of a "concerted effort to distort the facts, charging the Nicaraguan government with abuses far in
excess of what it actually commits." While both sides were criticized, the report implied the contras
were more culpable. Quoting from the report on the contras at a news conference in Washington,
vice chairman of Americas Watch, Aryeh Neier, said, "They still engage in selective but systematic
killing of persons they perceive as representing the government, in indiscriminate attacks against
civilians or in disregard for their safety, and in outrages against the personal dignity of prisoners.
The contras also engage in widespread kidnapping of civilians, apparently for the purposes of
recruitment as well as intimidation. "The escalating brutality of contra practices leads Americas
Watch to conclude that disregard for the rights of civilians has become a de facto policy of the contra
forces." According to the Reagan administration, Americas Watch is biased. After the creation
in 1986 of a $3 million program to teach the contras about human rights and identify and punish
violators, administration spokespersons argue the contra record is improving. Robert Kagan, an
aide to Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Elliott Abrams, called the report
"totally unfounded." The Americas Watch report also accused the Nicaraguan government of
"abusive interrogation tactics against prisoners, including psychological pressure and threats
to secure confessions." It said the government does not systematically violate the right to life,
but added that at times the infringement of individual rights went beyond what was reasonably
required and legitimate in times of emergency. It criticized the suspension of the opposition
newspaper, LA PRENSA, as "excessive," but accused the paper of supporting efforts to overthrow
the Sandinista government and of taking money from Washington. While the report spoke of
several abuses by the Nicaraguan government, it said the Sandinistas had the right to suspend
certain freedoms as a means of combating the contras. Americas Watch criticized the Sandinistas
for keeping contra prisoners for long periods in pre-trial detention centers with very small cells,
deprivation of sleep, food and water, isolation, lack of access to sunlight and few private visits.
The government "should institute a system by which an early determination could be made by
a competent authority...that their continued detention is necessary and reasonably related to the
causes for the state of emergency", it said. The Americas Watch Committee was established in 1981
to monitor and promote observance of internationally-recognized human rights in the Western
Hemisphere. (Basic data from REUTERS, 02/09/87; NEW YORK TIMES, 02/10/87)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 1

